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I*; iB contindea that thtie art such things i^^ 
fliiccarfie blccsi. ai\a that they at^ cowposed cf disccutsi Uftits gLu»d 
t^qather into a coTit^tuat^d %?bQit by bl<a signals, Th^r^ %Tm thtft 
kiiids of structurss Mxth which it is nicessary tc deal in ot&et to 
diseusa cohijant aisc^iirsei ths diacDUtee tlcc# the aiscoucs^ unitp 
ana the bl^c signil-i Chiractirist icaljy, a aiico«ri? blo^ h as a 
statad 0% Impliea topic* Topic^ vhtthet statsd cr iBplied^ has a s%t 
of characteristics which nay be pr^liff inaclly iaentifiea* * Topic la 
lik^lf to b% tithit defiiniti or ^gtnerjc, Khil^ tcplc oflt#n cccurs as 
a ccnplet© s^ntenc^t it maj also occur as a lef t-aislocat gj sentinel 
RioaifUr. It is al^Q possihle tot the tcjic to accct in dlrtct object 
pcsitidn oz in th^ position of postponed subject whrnti satject 
position is occapi^a by some Bechanisj fcr ptrfflitting the siibject to 
iDQir^a to the right of tha r^xh. Four types of def initenssa ^not^Q 
ty Ha^/Kins hv^t aTiaphoric, itamsdiater ccciirti^g in a lacgtr conttxt^ 
and as^cciative. It is likQly th^t all foar types also Odcui with 
r^apect to th© aifinite topic. Topic also has a logical function and 
a discourse fanction* Implicatioiis fcr lapguaga tgaching^ 
paxticuLarly in the tsLatiwely n^w arias of scientific anfl 
technolagical aiscQurse^ ar« tiot^d^ (S«) 
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TO THE ebUCAtlOMAL RESOURCeS 

iNFORMATioiN CENTER (ERIC)/* Jn a numfaer of publicatipjisl I have attempted to conipile a 

tt^Konomy of funqtions which operate in dlsaourse and which serve 
tis the "glue" that malcgs it possible for a nati\/© spoaker to 
recognise that a given sat of discourse units cohstitutes a dis- 
course bloc rather than a random set of gramniatical elements. The 
problem in such a taKonom/ lies in th^ fact that a gcod many of 
the fuiictions dGScribad look like syntactic elamentg operating 
within a sentence while the triath is that these functiQns operate 
(V- intersententiailv within a discourse. 
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But, perhaps it is first necossary to establish some comraon 
assumptions. Most native apea^ers ai English will recognize that 
the Set on the left^ below is not a discourse bloc while the aet 
on the right 3 is. 
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Let me add a tsrief note on style, 
riVory nortnal huinan being c^n 
talk. Those are the topics 
oKtiniinQd in this chapter. 
Hov?ever, v^e mast not be pver^ 
optimistic* ^1ueh of what is 
said in this chapter is based 
on his pioneering work, the 
hard part is to find o\it e^^ 
actly what is innate. Accord-- 
ing to Ogden Mash^ the be- 
havio\if of children and drunks 
is eqiially confusiiig. They 
ara wired ^ he argues, v?ith an 
innate knov/ledge of language 
universals. Surely there are 
other types of grammar which 
do not seem odd? Let nie put 
you straight* One basic 
problem is that the linK be- 
tweon the tvo inay not be 
straightf orv^ard * It is 
equally hard to devise bk-^ 
poriments to test it. in 
this general situation it 
would be over-optimistic to 
predict the future of the 
stjbject with any confidence. 
Psychological, psycholinguists 
are sometimes divided into 
GStperim^ntal psychologists and 
developmental psychologists. 
All social scientists work by 
forining and testing hypothesesp 



Language universals, Chornsky sug-^ 
gests (1965) , are of two basic 
types i substantive and formal. 
Substantive univerBaln ropreSGnt 
the fiandamental 'faailding blocks* 
of language^ the sabstance out of 
which it is iiiadei while formal 
universala are aoncerned \^ith the 
forni or shape of a graminarp An 
analogy might make this distinction 
clearer , If ^ bypothetically ^ 
Eakimos ware born with an innate 
knowledge of igloo building they 
would have two kinds of knowledge. 
On the one hand they would know 
in advance that the substance out 
of which igloos are niade is ice 
and snow, just as thrushes auto-- 
matically know that their nests 
are made of twigs^ not bricks or 
worms or glass. On the other handr 
their innate knov?leclge of igloos- 
building would inclnde the inform^ 
ation that igloos are round in 
shape, not squaro or diamond'-shapGd 
or saugage-liKei just as thrushes 
instinctively build round nests ^ 
not ones shaped like bathtubs. 
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Since most native .speakers of English would in fact agree 
that the sot on the left atove is not a coherent discourse^ even 
though every sentence vithin it is well fcrmed, and wuld agree 
that the set on the right is a coherent discourse, it must follow 
that there ara identifiable characteristics of a coherent dis- 
course which can be identified and classified -4 some of the ele^ 
inents of a discourse are, perhaps^ fairly obvious? for exampler 
the seventh tan tence in the left bloc oo?itains the pronoun 'he' . 
Native speakers know that the pronoun has to refer to an animate 
inaaculine proper noun sOTO-where in the hear vicinity^ The pre-" 
ceding sentenoe contains the masculine proper noun Ogden Nash, 
so a possible referent e^istsr but the seWMtic content of the 
two sentences appears to block any connection betv/ean them. The 
problem is oniplicated by the presence of two plural nouns in 
parallal position - ahildrmn and drunHs - in the siKth sentence 
in juxtaposition to the plural pronQUfi *they' in the seventh 
sentence^ creating an ^nbiguity, tti shcrt^ pronoun reference * 
indeed all sorts of anaphora^ operate ihtersententially across a 
c3iscourse to unify it. In the true discourse bloc# on the right 
for example, repetition of BubBtant^vm %nd ^orml (universals) 
in the first and second sentences acts to establish a relationship 
between those units, Vjhile the two ter^s pccur In the saGond 
surf ace sentence, there are a nwtoet of ways in which that structure 
may have been realised as two surface sentences; indeed # the two 
parts of the second sentence^ while pafe%enfced as structures with-- 
in a single aentencep are actual!/ t^o notions independent of each 
other but dependent on the prior sentence* 

Language universals* are of two bMto types ^ substantive and foraal ^ 

SutiStantive universals teprfesent. * . 

FoTOal universals are con^etned*,. 

This brief discussion helps to est^lish the three Kinds of 
structures with which it is necessary tQ deal in order to discuss 
coherent discourses the discourse blpo* the discourse unit# and 
the bloc signal. A discourse bloc is a linguiatiq unit larger 
than sentence in which various smaHer more clearly sentential 
units (including I but not limited to, units marked as sentencas) 
are connected by bloc signals into a sei^antically and logically 
coherent structure* DisGOurse units ar^ 'free' and 'bound' syntac- 
tic structures interconnected by a variety of intersentential syn- 
tactic and semantic functions. Bloc signals are the intersentential 
syntactic and samantic funatlons which joiii discourse units into a 
discourse blocS rather than the kind of unit illustrated in the left 
set in the escasnples above . 

Characteristically I a discourse bloc has a stated or implied 
topic. If the topic is stated# it may cccur as tbe first 'free* 
structure in the bloc or as a 'free' structure near the beginning 
of the bloc (although^ if the logical structure of the bloc is 
deductive rather than inductive, it may alsa occur near the end of 
the bloc) * " If it is Implied^ It may be implied through the stated 
formal title of the bloc, or it may be inferred from infortnation 
Q given in the bloa but never ovartly abat^acted into a statement, 
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Topic, whether stated ox implied, has a set of charactetiatica 
which my be preiiminajrily tdentified. PiJrst, topie is llJcely to 
be eithera) definite ojr £2) generic. 

1. Definite! The RiniKu islands are closer to tha Japanese 
mainland than to their nflighbour islands geographically, 
ethnically, and linguistically. 

2, Generici Animals in ganera are incLinea to join in 
groups , 

In both the illuatratloJia above, the •topic- is expressed as a whole 
syntactic structure. Unlike other sentancea In a discourse, the 
MP in a topic sentence carries new informations,, it must, since it 
represents the onset of a ootmmriieativa act, the first iteration of 
^hat IS to be discussed, The VP of a topic aentance indicatas the 
airection in which the new information will be carried rha nev 
information in the NP of a tojio Sentanee wiXl have the character- 
istics of subject only when it constitutes the grammatical subject 
of that particular aentance and only in the context of that ilnole 
sentencQ. ^ 

While topic often occurs as a oomplete sentence, it may also 
occur as a laft-dislocatea seiiteniSe modifier. 

3. On the platform, the two men were talking. They 

discussed the weather* thair jobs, their mflrriages 

CLocative prepositional element] 

4. According to Runt Sally, the twins had lisd. The 
lie was slow in becoming apparent,.,. 
[Gerundive phrase] 

5. This time, it is beantlfuL, amd 1 love it. Ry father 

grew it from a seed, and he left it to me when he died 

[Noun phrase] 

It is also possible for the tojic to occur in direct object 
position or in the position of postponed subject when subject 
position is oecupiad by some meohanisin for perniitting the sub- 
ject to be moved to the r-ight of the verb. 

6. It is true that many of the pmople of South MxlcA have 
suffered, econonicalLy spealcing, because of their political 
affiliations, 

7. My father grew this tma from a saad. He nurturaa it, 
and: when he died, he left it to me. It is beautiful 
and I love it, 

a. That's my iast Duahms painted on the wall, looking 
as if she were alive. 

Whether the topic element is in first position {aa subject of the 
topic sentence or as the topic sentence itielf) or whethar Jt h/ 
displaced leftward or rightward appears to be a atylititic choicjc 
detenninad by the relative %niph«ffis the write* chooses to utility 



In general, fix&t position mmm to be charaateristia o£ 
atraighfcforwajrd eKposition, while the displaGements @Q©m to 
algnal a gruater Qoncmm for style, sometimes to a concern so 
great thw^t style beaonies more important than con tent . 

Generally, as rioted above, topic Is ©ithar definite or 
generic. In all of the ojcamples cited atoove (3-8) the nev? 
materiai is definite. The notion of deaf inlteness tnvoKed here 
IS that one develO|3ed by Hawkins^ and utilized by Ts'ao In his 
study Of topicaliEation in Chinefc^eS, ^j^e derinite topic con- 
stitutes a new referent Introduced by the writGr ; thus 
definiteness helps to establish the communicative function of 
topic. In order for coinmuniaation to Qccur^ th^ new referent 
must constitutei some commonly shared set between writer and reader? 
that, in turn implies that writer and reader agree on the Feal 
content of the Het. on th^i fact that the topic given is part of 
the set, and on the fact that while the topic is part of the set 
it is a distinguishable entity within the set. In oth« wrds, 
the writer, lacking direct feedback as in the case of o^al dis-^ 
coursQ, has to guess about presuppo^itionB and the extent to v^hich 
thay may be shared. When the writer guesn^s badly, v;e say he has 
"miased his audience", Wlien the writer guesses well, we don't 
say anything; we simply read with pleasure, or delight, or irri- 
tation what he has written.' 

In his analysiB of definiteness, Hawkins notes four types s 
anaphoric, imnediate, occurring in a larger conteKt, and 
assoaiative. It is likely that all four also occur with respect 
to the definite topic, 

9, -- Anaphoric - see the right illustration on the first page 

of this article. 

10. immediate - yesterday, my wife and I want to look at 

a house an the pminsula. The kitchen is exactly what 
she has been looking for. It has one of those 'work 
islands' right in the middle, with lots of space for 
hanging pots and plants. Arc! the distance between the 
stove and the refrigerator is just right. The yard^ 
on the other hand, isn't all that great. The grass 
hasn't been watered in months, and its just about 
all dead. . . . ^ 

11. Larger ConteKt - PrBsidBntial aide Hamilton Jordan ^ 
visited Panama liiursday to reassure Gen. Omar Torrijos 
that the White House is pressing for early ratification 
of the Panaiiia Canal treaties, Administration sources 
said. According to the sources, Torrijos, tiie Panamni.Bn 
leader^ has become increasingly concerned in recent weeks 
over the prospects for U,S- ratification of the treaties,.,, 

12, Associative - Yesterday I read an article about topicali- 
zation. The author is known to me. The content in awful, 
the subjact is pgorly treated, and the printing in 
illegible.il 



As can be damonstratgd in all of the examples cttad, an 
important characteristic of topic is that it extends its domain 
over a string of syntactic elements following it, usually to the 
right xn English, in example 10 above, by my of ilUstration, 
the notion 'house' extends its domain over all that follows since 
It must be understood that the kitchen aesdribed, and the yatd, 
are sub-sets of the notion 'house', similarly, in example 12, it 
must be understood that autijor, aontmnt, subject, and printing 
are all sub-sets of the notion 'artiala". In aKample 3, a somawhat 
different phenomenon occurs,- that is, the subjects under discussion 
toy the men are not inherently sub-aets of 'on the platform',- 
rather, the locale itself is the topic, and the subjects under al^= 
cussion are somehow controlled and focused by the locale. One can 
imagine that the treatment of the subjects by the actors might have 
been different if the locale were changed, for exaniple to a bar, or 
the waiting room of a brothel. In example 4, it is not the fact 
that the twins had lied which is central i rather, what seems cen=' 
tral is Aunt Sally's evaluation of the situation. In other words 
It IS not the lie nor the twins which are the topic; it is Aun^ 
Sally s judgment. In brief, the topic extends its domain over a 
number of both free and bound syntactic forms which follow it. 
Its domination ia reflected in pronominalization and relexif ication 
in various other anaphoric devices, in simple repetition, through ' 
synonymy, as well as through certain transformational phenomena 
like nominal ization, adjectivization, clefts and semi-clefts and 
so on. It is important to note, however, that all of the functions 
described occur intersententially , similar phenotnena occurring 
withm the same discourse bloc but at the intrasantentlal level 
are not necessarily associated with the functioning of the topic 
but may be aBsociated with the operation and focus of graitunatleal 
subjects other than the topic subject - 

Topic also has a logical funotion. The relative truth va] ue 
of comments on any given topic can only be determined by reference 
to the topic itself, m example 8 above, from Browning's famous 
poem, the truth value of a following assertion ("Pra Pandolf 's hands 
worked busily a day, and there she stands.") can only determined 
with reference to the topic notion. (Given that the topic and the 
following assertion come from an imaginative work, the question of 
whether Fra Pandolf - a real painter = really painted the picture 
which IS a sub-set of the topic is moot.) 

Finally, topic has a discourse function. Its discourse 
function is, in fact, a relational function, in the sense that 
topic serves as a bridge between knowledge in the mind of the 
author /writer, a presupposition about Jtnowladge in the mind of the 
audience/reader, and what is about to be said/written/read Now 
It has long been the practice of teachars of composition to describe ' 
the paragraph as a unit of thought, much as it was for many yeats 
the practice to describe sentence as "a group of words containing 
a subaect and a predicate and expressing a complete thought" a" 
sentence, except out of context, clearly does not express a complete 
thought, whether it has the other characteristics asorlbed to it 

tL"ttou«,h/'f'"''%'"'^*''*" °' part of 

the thought of some larger context. It does not take ffluch looking 
to find lumps of contextuated discourse consisting of saveral para- 
graphs all controlled by a single topic, thus, it appears that a 
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paragraph also may not, encept out oS conteKt, axpiresa a complete 
thought . 

If one takes this essay as an example # the argumant (regard- 
less of its effectiveness) runs through the satire lurap of dis- 
course, although the l\imp Gonsists, to this pointy of H para- 
graphs of varying length and 56 sentences incl^iding this one^ 
but eKcluding all the escOTples. (The eKamples are^ to some extent, 
conteHtless sentences taken out of one content and emhedded in 
another.) Since the eKoision of any one of the paragraphs/ or in- 
deed of any one of the sentences, would substajitiaHy modify the 
arguinent, and the addition of sentences or paragraphs at any 
random point wuld also change the argument , it may ba contended 
that this lump of conteKtuated disGOurse is a unit of some sort. 
It may also be contended that this lump of discourse is dominated 
by a single topic (the sentence i "Characteristically, a discourse 
bloc has a stated or implied topic." which occurs at the head of 
the 5th paragraph). All the material in the fiFSt four paragraphs 
serves to develop a series of terms necessary to discuss the topic 
of this lump of discourse - that is^ it serves to assure that 
consnonly shared set necessary to coirttnuni cation betv/een the writar 
(me) and the reader (you) • All the material In the last 7 para- 
graphs serves to develop the definition of the notion tapia^ If 
you hava read this far, you arid r must be in some agraemant^ that 
there is a shared set, that the topic is part of the shared set 
and different enough from other items in the set to be distinguish^- 
able (and therefore disGUSsable) r and that the topic has in fact 
functioned both in a logical and in a discourse sense. In no way 
does this claim include any presumption of agreement between usi 
it merely assumes coiranuniGation between us. If cQnttnunication has 
occurred - that is^ if the reader has perceived that this lump of 
discourse is conteKtuated - then there is reason also to presume 
that your notion of the characteristics of discourse also corresponds 
to some eKtent with mine, though we may argue about details. 

On the other hand, it seems equally likeLy that an individual 
whose native language is not English may have had some diffiGulty 
in following this liimp of discourse (depending, of course, upon his 
relative familiarity with English discourse) - That claim implies 
only to a very sniall degree that the non-native^spaaking reader would 
encounter some difficulty in dealing with the leKicon and syntax of 
this piecei it does imply that the non=native-speaktng reader would 
hava encountered some difficulty in perceiving %vhat the topic is, 
in accepting the notion that the topic is an identifiable part of 
a shared set, and in reaeiving the logical and discourse functions 
of that topic* 12 

In sumtnary, thenj I want to contend that such things as dis- 
course blocs do in fact exists aad that they are composed of dis-- 
course units glued together into a conteKtuated whole by bloc 
signals. Further^ I want to contend that a dtsoourse bloc is 
governed by a topic , that the topic is either stated or implied, and 
that the topic is either definite or generic* Finally, I want to 
contend that the topic has both a logical and a discourse function. 
While these notions must, in the abience of much greater empirical 
evidence, remain tentative, I want to suggest that topic is, in all 



probability, a language (diseourse) universal (since it not only 
oecura in a variety of other languagas but is syntactically marked 
in Bome languages - which results in a quita different aurfaca 
realiaationlS) At the Bane time, since the surface raaliaation 
HK f f * ""^y "^^^^ " dominates dependent "free" and 

bound following syntactic units vary greatly from language to 
language, I want to argue that the generation and recognition of 
discourse blocs in a particular language must be explicitly taught 
tLf^r^'^'^'P"^^"^ readers/writers. In the end, it is possible 
fof 3* f «■ " ^^"-^ have any validity, have implications 

for language teaching and particularly for teaching in the 
relatively new areas of aciantific and technological discourse. 
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r«e A^natomy ofmetoHo- Prolegmem to a FmoUonaL Theory 
of RhBtona rPhiladelphiai The Center for currloulum 
De^lopment,. WSi "A Further Note on Contraative Rhetoric", 
LoTmmi%aab%on QuariePly, 24 12 (Spring 1976), pp. 12=19? 
contraative Rhetoric, Some Hypotheses", forthcoming in ITL. 

This corpus is taken from Jean Aitchison, The Artiaulate 
Mmmal: An IntPoduaHon to PayahoUngmstias fNew York- 
universe Books; 19771 a sentance was randomly selected from 
the second paragraph of each chapter, including the Preface 
the Introduction, and the Notes and Suggestions for Further' 
Reading. / 

This corpus is taken from Aitchison, Fhm Artioulate Mamal 
pp. 94-95. The paragiraph, quoted in full, was chosen at ' 
random. 

Another kind of discontinuous discourse bloc can be illustrated 
by the following example taken from the comic strip ■■Broom 
Hilda" by Russell Myers s 

"A Short Story" 

Once upon a time there was a lovely young princess 
who lived in a caatle in a far-off mythical kingdom. 

The castle was designed by her uncle Hernando who" 
was an architect in a nearby city. He was also a fine 

family man and was once an excellent swimmer 

He competed against Johnny Weismuller many times 
during the late 1920 's. This was the time of the great 
depression during which many huge fortuneB were lost 
Fortunes that occasionally equalled the amount ot 
treasure brought back from the orient centutie/! ago by 
Marco Polo, Or perhaps the total salarieB, operatiny 
eKpjpses, and advertising budgets of Kansas City Chief a. 
Radio city Music Hall and Darlane's Dancing Dalmations 
Next door to Hernando's office was a tattoo parlor 
Many of our country's brave young fighting man went there 
for tattoos, of their mothers, Barney Google, and Eleanor 
Roosevelt,.. 



It was these same young men who displayed such 
courage on Bataan and Iwo Jima, The courage that 
made this country safe for you, rae^ our children, soo 
animals and restoring old Hudsons as a hobby 

Here, the semantiG item in focus is not the one picked up in 
the following struGturesi rather typically an NP froin a 
subordinated structure is picked upi e.g., a oastle is pick^ 
ed up from a prepoaitional phrase in an adjectival clause, 
the late 'a/ becoming th& time of the grmt dmpreB&ion^ 
comes from the MP of an adverbial prepositional phrase. The 
sense of disGontinuity is thus heightened through the absence 
of a topic, the absence of def initeness, and the taking of 
subsequent parts of what appears to be the topic set from 
units in positiDns which are not in focus, not to mention 
the dislocation caused by the maniacal treatment of time, 

5, See "Contrastive Rhetoric? Some Hypotheses" for more detailed 
definitions. 

6* Note that I am talking about topio as by definition extra-- 
sentential i thus, the notion should not be confused with 
M.A.K, Halliday*s notion of topio as developed in various 
of his -works, notably in ''Language Str-ucture and Language 
Function in J* Lyons (ed.) # N&w HoriBons in LinguiatiaB 
tealtimorei penguin looks; 19701 

7. "Definiteness and Indef initeness" , unpublished Ph,D. Diss*, 

Cambridge University, 1974. 

8. "A Functional Study of Topic in Chinese ^ The First Step 

Toward Discourse Analysis", unpublished Ph,D. Diss,, 
university of Southern California, 1977. 

9. Abstracted from a personal letter receivecl by the author 

from a friend* 

10* Lob At^&Ibb Hme&, December 9, 1977, p.l- The Notion here is 
that since the text is intended for an toerican audienca, it 
is not necessary to define what President the aide belongs to. 
Had the article appeared in the University of Southern 
California Daily Tpojm^ there would have bean a possible 
ambiguity between the President of the United States and the 
President of the University. Had the article been printed 
in another country, it would have been necessary to identify 
the President as the current President of the United St/itnn, 
just as the writer of the example finds it nacGSsary to 
identify General Torrijos as **the Panainanian leader". 
Hawkins contends, however, that some references seem to be 
in "permanent register"; that is# they transcend the larger 
contesct, in the sense in which the teKt aKample defines it. 
Such items as the 8un^ the moon^ the planeta^ etc, seem, then, 
to be in permanent registeri that is, they are definite for 
everyone, regardless of locale or other special circumstances* 

11, Source unidentified. Turned up in a student paper. 
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12 • See I for eKamplef the notion of Language learning and the 
conneation with culture developed by M*A*K, Halliday in 
Leamiing How to Mem, [Londonj Edward Arnold; 1975J. 

13. See for example, Ts'ao^ "A Punctional Study of Topic in 

Chinaae"! Susumu Kuno, "Subjeat, Theme, and the Speaker's 
Empathy * h Re-ExMiination of Relativisation Phenomena" , 
in Li (ed.)i S^^omt md Topio CNew ^ork; Academio 
jpreea/ 19761 
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